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The topic of this booklist is Kickbutt Female Characters from Literature and let me specify – when I say “kickbutt” I 

mean action-packed as opposed to strong women. If I did a booklist on strong women I’d run out of space. 

 

Laurel Thatcher Urlich once said: ά²Ŝƭƭ-ōŜƘŀǾŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǎŜƭŘƻƳ ƳŀƪŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΦέ The following list is filled with mysteries, 

historical fiction and sci-fi titles featuring women who have shattered the glass ceiling. 

 

I broke the list down into categories.  

– Carrie R. / 2015 

Mystery 
First off are Mysteries. This section is filled with kickbutt female detectives, attorneys, forensic anthropologists, bounty 

hunters and hackers.   

 

Sworn to Silence – Linda Castillo – Kate Burkholder 

- First in Kate Burkholder series 

- Kate Burkholder grew up Amish in a town called Painter’s Mill, Ohio. This town is filled with 

both Amish and “English” residents. There, a series of murders were committed by a killer 

labeled the “Slaughterhouse Killer.” His signature was to carve roman numerals into the 

victim’s abdomen. Something happens to Kate – I don’t want to give anything away – but it 

makes the murders stop. Soon after, she moved away leaving her Amish life behind. 16 years 

later she returns as the chief of police. Soon, a body is found with the same signature as 

those before. The townspeople don’t think that Kate has enough experience to solve this on 

her own so they bring in some help. This is when Kate meets John, who’s fighting his own 

inner demons and together they work together to find the killer.  

- Pretty good for her first mystery. I guess before this she wrote a lot of romances. According to Fantastic Fiction this is 

basically all she writes anymore. This particular one was actually made into a movie called ά!ƴ !ƳƛǎƘ aǳǊŘŜǊέ. Kate’s 

character has a lot of depth. She was raised Amish and now she’s living “English” and has become kind of a go-between 

for both cultures. Even though she can relate to both sides she doesn’t really fit in either so she’s sort of an outsider. It’s 

a really good read and has periods of really fast-paced action where it’s hard to put down. I 

do have to warn you though that some of the murder scenes can be graphic.  

 

Demolition Angel – Robert Crais – Carol Starkey  

- This one follows the life of Carol Starkey, a former bomb squad technician turned detective. 

Three years ago her partner (and boyfriend) was killed in a bombing, which scarred her both 

physically and emotionally. Now she works for the LAPD’s Criminal Conspiracy Section and is 

called in to help with a series of explosions. The problem? These bombs are meant to kill 

bomb technicians and Carol is the one that got away.  

- This one is interesting because it includes chapters from both Carol’s perspective and also 

from Mr. Red’s perspective. It keeps you reading, because you want to figure out if it actually 

is Mr. Red who plants the bombs or if it’s someone else.  
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- Carol is someone who in the beginning of the novel I would describe as “broken.” It’s been three years and she still 

can’t even look at herself in the mirror. Sometimes you want to smack her, but then at the same time you’re rooting for 

her, so it’s kind of a complicated reader/character relationship.  

- You can tell that the author did a lot of research on bomb making since there are a lot of technical things involved. I 

thought it was a good read.  

 

One for the Money – Janet Evanovich - Stephanie Plum 

- First in the Stephanie Plum series 

- Meet Stephanie Plum, a former lingerie buyer turned bounty hunter. After losing her job 

she went to her cousin Vinnie who runs a bail bonds company. Her first case involves a man 

named Joe Morelli, a former vice cop now wanted for the murder of an unarmed man. Joe 

and Stephanie have a past, one so frustrating that she once hit him with her car. Not his car 

– himself, while he was walking down the sidewalk. In her defense she hasn’t run anyone 

over since then.  

- Catching him is easier said than done since Stephanie has no experience and is armed with 

nothing but pepper spray and a .38 special. She’s able to locate Joe many times but is never able to bring him in. Joe 

claims the man was armed and there was a witness – is he lying or was he set up? Will Stephanie be able to set aside her 

personal feelings to pull it off? 

- For her first case, Stephanie is not so bad at the bounty hunter thing. I mean sure, at first she’s a little clueless, but to 

be fair her previous job was buying lingerie. There is a lot of humor in this book. Stephanie is quite sarcastic which makes 

it a good read, and the plot, though cliché at times, is actually quite enjoyable.  

 

The Perfect Husband – Lisa Gardner – Theresa Matthews/Tess Williams 

- First book in the Quincy/Rainie series 

- Theresa Matthews believes she fell in love with the perfect man…that is until she finds out 

he killed 10 women in cold blood. After helping to put him in prison he vows to make her 

pay, so she goes on the run and becomes Tess Williams. Soon after he escapes and she goes 

to JT Dillon – a burnt out ex-marine – for help. After convincing him to train her, she works 

with him for a month to protect not only herself but also her daughter.  

- This is a real ugly duckling turned to swan story. Theresa was a complete mess, scared of 

her own shadow, but then with the help from JT Dillon, Tess turns into a fighter, able to 

control her own destiny.  

- My only real complaint is that there isn’t a ton of interaction with her husband, because it’s 

told in flashback mode, so most of it is just Tess and JT arguing and training.  

 

The Apprentice – Tess Gerritsen – Jane Rizzoli 

- Second book in the Rizzoli and Isles series, but if you’re a fan of the TV show, you should 

know it doesn’t feature a lot of Isles. I skipped the first book because while it has Rizzoli in it 

she’s not the main character.  

- This sequel to The Surgeon follows the life of Jane Rizzoli, a homicide detective for the 

Boston PD. In the previous novel she was attacked by a serial killer named Warren Hoyt but 

survived and sent him to prison. In this one she finds herself on a case with a lot of 

similarities to Hoyt’s. Since many of these details were not released to the press she believes 

that Hoyt is somehow involved.  Jane gets partnered with FBI Agent Gabriel Dean, who 

seems to know more about the crime than he’s willing to share.  When Hoyt escapes prison, 
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all hell breaks loose. He’s obsessed with Jane because she was the one that got away. Now Jane must find Hoyt while 

still trying to solve the other murders.  

- I like the characters and there are a lot of plot twists. As a fan of the TV show, I was wanting more Isles in the story – 

really the only thing you see of her is in the morgue. But she is featured more in the next book, entitled The Sinner.  

 

Desert Heat – JA Jance ς Joanna Brady 

- First book in the Joanna Brady series 

- The story begins with a prologue. A man gets shot. The killers are named. Then it moves on 

to the main character. Joanna Brady is waiting for her husband to take her out for their 10th 

anniversary but he never shows. She feels like something is wrong so she goes out looking for 

him, and finds him shot and critically injured. She drives him to the hospital but he dies a few 

days later. Even though it looks like murder to her, the police are calling it suicide. Her 

husband was a deputy for the Cochise County Sheriff’s department and was running for the 

sheriff position. However, his coworkers labeled him as dirty, and say he was involved in a 

drug ring. Joanna is sure that he was murdered and that he’s innocent so she goes on a 

mission to clear his name.  

- It’s interesting because from the beginning you know who the killers are you just don’t know 

why they killed him. The story is about how Joanna finds out who they are, why they did it and then how she brings 

them down. There are moments of humor, but mostly a lot of police corruption drama. The cover-up is a major part of 

the story.  

 

A Perfect Evil – Alex Kava – aŀƎƎƛŜ hΩ5Ŝƭƭ 

- First in Maggie O’Dell series 

- Had to include a Nebraska author – this one takes place in Platte City, Nebraska 

- After a serial killer named Ronald Jeffreys is executed for killing 3 boys (the whole time 

proclaiming he was innocent) another body is found with the same MO. The local sheriff – 

Nick Morrelli – knows that he’s in over his head. It was his father who put Jeffreys away and 

then retired so Nick reaches out to FBI Profiler Maggie O’Dell. O’Dell is dealing with her own 

personal demons after a nasty case, and is glad to come to Nebraska to get away from it all. 

The question now is…is this a copycat, or did they execute the wrong man? 

- I didn’t include it just because she’s from Nebraska, I included because it really is well-

written. There are a lot of points of view included in the novel so you get to learn a lot more 

about each of the characters and how they think. Her characters have so much depth that it made me do a double take 

when I realized this was her first novel. If you like the TV show Criminal Minds (like I do) this has that profiler aspect, 

which is cool. There is some romance but it’s not overwhelming.  

 

Whiskey Sour - JA Konrath – Jack Daniels 

- First in the Jack Daniels Mystery series 

- Jacqueline “Jack” Daniels is a lieutenant for the Chicago PD. There are a few things you 

should know about Jack – first she’s an insomniac and spends a lot of her nights making home 

shopping purchases, second she’s a workaholic with a food-obsessed partner, and third her 

live-in boyfriend just left her for his personal trainer. She distracts herself by putting all her 

focus on her current case. A woman’s body is found with a note stapled to her chest reading 

“You can’t catch me, I’m the Gingerbread Man.” More bodies follow, each tortured before 

they were killed. A cat and mouse game follows.  
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- What’s unique about this one is that it alternates chapters between Jack’s perspective and the killer’s. I will say that 

those by the killer are quite graphic, so just a heads up. This book has moments of humor but it also has moments of 

absolute horror.   

 

Girl with the Dragon Tattoo – Stieg Larsson - Lisbeth Salander 

- First in the Millennium series 

- This book is a convergence of a bunch of different storylines. There are three in particular 

that you need to be able to follow, in order to understand the whole story. First you’ve got 

Carl Mikael Blomkvist, a financial journalist, recently convicted for libel, facing a fine and 

time in jail. Then there’s Lisbeth Salander, hacker extraordinaire. Covered in tattoos and 

piercings, Lisbeth does background checks for a living, working for a man named Dragan 

Armansky. Last but not least, there’s Harriet and Henrik Vanger. Harriet’s dead, has been for 

decades – but Harriet’s uncle Henrik never got over her mysterious murder. Henrik hires 

Blomkvist to investigate Harriet’s murder. Blomkvist’s cover is that he’s writing a family 

history, but really he’s digging into their past to uncover which family member did it. 

Blomkvist enlists the help of Salander who was actually investigating him and together they work to unearth the 

skeletons in this families’ closets.  

- This book has it all – Nazis, murder, fraud, money laundering, family secrets, etc. It’s a lot packed into just 590 pages – 

or for those of you who listen to audiobooks, 13 discs. Lisbeth is a badass. She hacks, she fights, she has an eidetic 

memory, she’s a master of disguise. Definitely someone you’d rather have on your side than 

against you.   

 

Indemnity Only – Sara Paretsky –  V.I. Warshawski 

- First in the V.I. Warshawski series 

- VI – goes by Vic – is a private eye in Chicago. She’s hired by a man to find his son’s girlfriend. 

While looking for her she finds the son dead. Turns out the man who hired her wasn’t who he 

said he was. He also lied about the girl’s name and other various details. When she’s told her 

services are no longer needed she still keeps looking.  

- This one has mobsters, insurance fraud, and a lot of action scenes. Vic is fairly good at karate 

and shows off her skills when needed. It is also filled with sarcasm and is super short 

compared to the rest of these recommendations so it makes for a quick read.  

 

1st to Die – James Patterson – Lindsay Boxer & others 

- First book in the Women’s Murder Club series 

- There are four major characters in the book that make up the Women’s Murder Club – 

Lindsay Boxer, a homicide detective for the SFPD, Claire Washburn, a medical examiner, Jill 

Bernhardt, an Assistant DA and Cindy Thomas, a reporter for the Chronicle. The story begins 

with the murder of newlyweds in their hotel room. Soon, there are two more sets of murders 

with the same MO. Lindsay and the club work together to find the killer. The drama is that he 

always seems to be one step ahead. You think you know the ending but then suddenly there’s 

a big twist that gets you.  

- There are a lot of action scenes but my favorite parts are the interactions with the club, as 

they are highly entertaining. Lots of sarcasm, lots of good one-liners.  
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Deja Dead – Kathy Reichs – Temperance Brennan 

- First in the Temperance Brennan series 

- If you’re a fan of the TV show Bones, I should warn you that it’s very different than the book. 

For one, Temperance was married and in the beginning has just moved from North Carolina 

to Quebec to get away from him. She’s also much more in touch with reality than her TV 

counterpart, whose most often used phrase is άL ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŜŀƴǎΦέ And she’s a 

recovering alcoholic,which adds in a lot of drama.  

- The case covered in this novel is about a female who was found dismembered and stored in 

trash bags. This reminds her of a similar case back in North Carolina, but the police don’t 

seem to agree, so she decides to investigate it on her own. She uncovers a string of similar 

murders with not the exact MO but too many similarities to ignore. Soon her best friend goes 

missing, and Tempe must solve the murders before anything happens.  

- One warning though is that she is in forensics, so there are a lot of dark moments in the books as she describes things 

in great detail. Kathy Reichs herself is a forensics anthropologist so she is qualified to write this sort of novel. The science 

part is actually very interesting and it’s nice because she doesn’t drown you in all the technical speak.  

 

Naked in Death – JD Robb – Eve Dallas 

- First in the In Death series 

- This takes place in New York City in the year 2058. Lt. Eve Dallas gets called to the murder 

scene of a young prostitute – prostitution is now legal. A note is found under her body with 

the words “One of Six” written on it. The victim herself was the granddaughter of a senator. 

She picked her profession as a way of rebelling from her family’s good name. This family 

aspect adds a lot of drama to the story, because the grandfather puts a lot of pressure on 

Dallas to keep this quiet. The prime suspect in the murder is a man named Roarke, an Irish 

billionaire full of charm. After he is cleared of the murder, he and Eve have a steamy affair 

and suddenly more bodies start to show up.  

- While it’s placed in the year 2058 and there have been many advances in medicine and 

technology (I want a robot that cleans for me, that’d be fantastic), she doesn’t make it feel 

like it’s sci-fi, it feels natural.  

 

Historical Fiction 
Next is the Historical Fiction section. These two novels are about girls who have to grow up really quickly in life.  

 

Grave Mercy – Robin Lafevers – Ismae 

- First in the His Fair Assassin series 

- Ismae is a teenager sold off by her abusive father for marriage to a much older man. This 

older man is filled with rage, when he realizes Ismae has a large scar on her back. When he 

tries to hurt her, she is rescued by a priest, and taken to the convent of St. Mortain (aka the 

God of Death). It just so happens that this large red scar actually marks her as one of the 

daughters of St. Mortain. At this convent she is trained as an assassin. Unfortunately for her, 

the man she’s sent out to spy on she falls in love with.  

- This book has it all, secrets, poisons, traitors, secret passageways, and of course medieval 

nun assassins. This is sort of historical fiction with a bit of magic mixed in. Slower paced than 

the above-mentioned mysteries, but that’s okay. I liked the mythology aspect. The religious 

aspect was an interesting twist with the nuns – usually it’s “do not murder”, now it’s “murder these specific people”.  
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Island of Blue Dolphins – Scott O’Dell – Karana 

- This is the story of Karana, abandoned on an island, and her struggle to survive. When the 

island was being evacuated Karana made it on the boats but her brother didn’t, so she went 

back for him. Soon after, the boats left, and they were left behind. Karana survives wild 

dogs, crazy storms, and constantly having to find fresh food and water. 

- As a kid I really enjoyed the book Hatchet by Gary Paulsen so I was excited to read through 

this one. I was really impressed with Karana, because, first off, she was very young and yet 

she was able to create weapons to hunt and fish, plus a house with a fence made of whale 

ribs, and also keep it together, even though she knew she was all alone.  It was actually 

based on a true story, which makes it even more impressive. Quick read. Since she was so 

resourceful, I’m surprised the author didn’t have her building boats to try and sail off the 

island, but I’m assuming he wanted to keep it as close to the true story as possible.  

 

Sci-Fi/Fantasy 
Finally we have the Sci-Fi/Fantasy section. Most of these are set in dystopian societies, but not all of them. Each one 

contains at least one female child who grew up to be a kickbutt woman.  Their skills range from fighting, hunting, and 

espionage, to casting spells.  

 

Graceling – Kristin Cashore – Katsa 

- First in the Seven Kingdoms trilogy 

- Katsa, a warrior-girl in her late teens, is marked as a "Graceling" - someone with special 

talents. They use the word Grace a lot – it basically means skill or talent – and you can tell 

who is a Graceling because they all have mismatched eyes. Her talent is her ability to fight. 

She's so good that she becomes the king's henchman, and is forced to do his bidding. Katsa 

does not agree with the king on many things – most often his abuse of power – so she forms 

a secret council that promotes justice for those who have been abused by the king. Her main 

mission in this book is to rescue a father of one of the kings who was kidnapped and is aided 

by his grandson Po (another Graceling) whom she then falls in love with. There is some 

mystery in this one – why was the man kidnapped and by whom – that will keep you hooked for a while.  

- This does have some magic in it but not so much that it’s completely sci-fi. It blends in with the story very well. If you 

do read it give it a couple of chapters, by the 2nd or 3rd you’ll be hooked.  

 

The Hunger Games – Suzanne Collins - Katniss Everdeen 

- First in the Hunger Games trilogy 

- There was no way I could do a booklist on kickbutt women and not include Katniss. Katniss 

Everdeen lives in district 12 with her sister and mother. Her father was killed in a mining 

accident. District 12 is one of the more poor districts. Each district answers to the capitol – 

more specifically President Snow. As a way to keep districts in order and to prove the 

capital’s dominance every year the President makes each district put forth 2 tributes – one 

boy and one girl – to compete in the Hunger Games. Basically they drop them all off in a 

remote location to fight to the death and the last person still breathing wins not only their 

life but food and fame for the rest of their lives. Districts 1 and 2 revel in this and actually 

train tributes to be sent into battle, while the rest of the districts dread it. When Katniss’s 

younger sister’s name is called Katniss volunteers as tribute so she will be sent instead. She is joined by Peeta – the 
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baker’s son – who’s had a secret crush on her since grade school. Together they train and attempt to survive the Hunger 

Games.  

- What makes Katniss a hero to me is that she didn’t get in these games to defeat everyone or kill anyone, she does this 

to protect her sister. When she gets to the games she avoids all fighting if at all possible. At first it’s for self-defense but 

later on it becomes her rebellion against the capitol. In the later books this is more prominent – she wants to show the 

districts that there is hope and that they shouldn’t have to bow down to the president.  

- This novel is very dystopian and in my opinion actually was the reason for the whole dystopian craze over the past few 

years.  If you haven’t read it yet and are interested in reading it, I do have to say – it starts off slow and a little confusing, 

but stick with it. It is well worth the wait.  

 

Pride and Prejudice and Zombies – Seth Grahame- Smith - Elizabeth Bennett 

- First in the Pride and Prejudice and Zombies universe, though it was followed by a prequel 

and a few others 

- The cool part about this novel is that it follows the same storyline as Jane Austen’s Pride and 

Prejudice, but yet it adds in a whole new side to it. It’s got some comedy to it too – though 

most of it is dark humor.  Elizabeth is the main buttkicker of the bunch. One of the major 

action scenes is the ball where she meets Darcy. It is overrun by zombies and she and her 

sisters take on a whole group of them. That’s how she gets his attention, and it goes from 

there.  

- If you’re a Pride and Prejudice fan or a fan of those zombie/vampire books, give this one a 

whirl. It is abnormally entertaining.  

   

Legend – Marie Lu – June  

- First book in the Legend series 

- This is another dystopian society book – the western half of the US is now known as The 

Republic while the rest of the US is the Colonies. These two are always at war. There are two 

main characters to focus on. Fifteen-year-old June (the kickbutt female) is born into an elite 

family and is being groomed to be one of the highest ranking females in the military. Then 

you’ve got the opposite end of the spectrum – Day. Day was born in the slums and is a wanted 

criminal. Day’s goal in life is to take care of his family, especially his sick brother. Day 

murdered June's brother, Metias, and June is out for revenge. That’s actually her first 

assignment after graduating from the military academy – track down her brother’s killer. What 

happens when they meet by chance not knowing anything about each other’s' past? 

- The book shifts between Day’s and June’s points of view. It’s interesting because even though these two characters 

come from completely different backgrounds they have a lot in common. Actually, at one point, Day says something 

about June basically being the female version of himself.  

- I really enjoyed the writing style – it made it a quick read. The characters were all well-developed, and even though 

they were only teenagers, they were both quite resourceful. June was really good but she had the training, I think I was 

actually at times more impressed with Day, because he didn’t have the same kind of training that June did, but together 

they made quite the team.  
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Throne of Glass – Sarah Maas - Celaena Sardothien 

- First in the Throne of Glass series 

- Celaena’s parents were murdered when she was very little, and she was tossed out into the 

streets. Then an assassin adopted her, trained her, and sent her out to kill people. She killed 

lots of people until she was captured and sent to a labor camp at the age of seventeen. She 

hauled salt back and forth, day after day. There she’s offered freedom if she competes in a 

competition a bit like the Hunger Games – the one still breathing in the end wins. Though this 

is different than kids who hide out in trees – these are trained assassins and warriors also 

fighting for their freedom and there are 23 of them. Now, if she defeats them all she has to 

serve the king as his official assassin for four years before she will be free forever. She is 

handpicked by a prince and goes through extensive training with his captain of the guard. 

Then suddenly other assassins start dying mysteriously.  

- Some people say that they’re conflicted about the main character. Yes, she is very kickbutt but then she also spends a 

lot of time admiring dresses and reading, when she really should be getting ready for her fight to the death. I think the 

author was trying to make her multidimensional and they just weren’t fans of that. I did like it, even though there were 

some moments that were cheesy – but I think that sometimes happens when you try to throw romance into an action 

novel.  

 

Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows – JK Rowling – Hermione Granger 

- Last book in the Harry Potter series. I had a tough time debating which book Hermione 

kicked the most butt in, because she is such a strong character in the series. I decided on the 

last one since it seems like nonstop action.  

- This book is big for Hermione. Since they’re living on the run she’s constantly on guard. She 

uses polyjuice potion twice – once to break into the Ministry of Magic, and the second to get 

into Gringott’s Bank - she gets tortured by Bellatrix Lestrange, plus the gang is constantly 

being chased by death eaters, and then comes the major battle at Hogwarts.  

- In this one Hermione really tests her magic skills in battle,rather than just in classes or trying 

to impress people. She shows off her kickbutt skills by hunting down the Horcruxes with Harry 

and Ron, and then in many battles scattered throughout the novel leading up to the ultimate final battle against 

Voldemort and all his allies at Hogwarts.   

 

All Our Yesterdays – Christin Terrill – Em/Marina 

- First novel by the author, not sure if she’ll turn it into a series or not.  

- Em wakes up in prison with nothing except the voice of the boy in the cell next door, and a 

list of instructions she finds taped inside a drain. At the very bottom of the list is the phrase 

“you have to kill him.” This list is written in Em’s own handwriting but she’s never seen it 

before. Turns out she did write it, she just doesn’t remember because she’s a time-traveler on 

a mission to stop a specific event from happening. She has traveled back in time 14 times 

already, each time having failed and waking up in prison. The list is comprised of options on 

how to stop the event and they’ve all been crossed off except for the last one – “you have to 

kill him.”  

- This book alternates point of view between Em and Marina. If you do read it here is 

something I wish I had known before getting into it, maybe it will help you more than it did me – Marina is Em four years 

ago. Em is a nickname given to her by Finn. I liked it, but it could be confusing at times. It was a very compelling storyline 

with the time travel element to it.  
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Blood Red Road – Moira Young – Saba 

- First in the Dustlands series 

- Saba’s best friend is her brother, Lugh. She basically worships the ground he walks on. 

Suddenly Lugh is captured by cloaked horsemen and Saba finds herself going on a quest with a 

group of misfits in order to save him. Saba goes from being weak to being a force to be 

reckoned with. 

- This book is filled with kickbutt women – actually I don’t think there is a single female 

character in the novel that fits the damsel in distress type. And this book has lots of action, 

including cage-fighting and giant killer worms. I’m serious, there are giant worms that kill 

people. It’s slightly weird, and yet hard to put down.  

- Just a heads up, the writing style is different. I say different because Saba is not educated. 

She lives in desolation so there’s really no one around her to teach her things, like how to read and write. Young’s 

writing style reflects that. There are no such things as quotation marks in this book. There’s also a lot of spelling errors, 

because words are spelled like they sound. If you are an English major, some of these grammatical errors can get on 

your nerves, but after a while you get used to it.  
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